188

Comm-Entary 2021-2022

Equity vs. Equality: How Differing Viewpoints Choose to Portray History
Sara Donatello

Introduction
Addressing historical racism and discrimination in the United States’ educational system is
being pushed by civil rights activists as it would provide a clearer foundation for our nation’s
history. The 1619 Project launched in August 2019 to commemorate the 400th anniversary of
the first enslaved Africans arriving in colonial Virginia. The philosophy behind the project aligns
closely with the politics of difference, specifically, understanding the complexity of
interconnections and accepting the differences and inequalities that exist between human
beings. In response to the 1619 Project, 1776 Unites was launched in February 2020 by Robert
Woodson. Separately but with similar intentions, in September 2020, the Trump Administration
created an advisory group of 18 conservative members, the 1776 Commission, to support what
they referred to as “patriotic education”. 1776 Unites and the 1776 Commission share similar
viewpoints regarding the concept of the politics of universalism, which refers to the removal of
difference and emphasizes equal dignity of all and disregards social classes and other
demographic and historical contexts. The analysis conducted in this paper is not meant to be
judgmental, but to compare and contrast the differing viewpoints. By portraying the research
on a timeline, it will be a historical guide to the interconnectedness of the 1619 Project, 1776
Unites and the 1776 Commission, how they affected each other, and how they affected
education and society on a larger scale.

The 1619 Project was founded by Nikole Hannah-Jones of the New York Times, looking to
conduct a historical analysis using qualified historians to fact-check the content. Specifically,
they aimed to “reframe the country’s history by placing the consequences of slavery and the
contributions of Black Americans at the very center of the United States’ national narrative”
(Crowley and Schuessler, 2021). On the contrary, 1776 Unites aims to highlight the successes of
black Americans and gloss over the harsh realities many faced while enslaved. “Contributors to
1776 Unites are open that they see the problem with emphasizing the history of slaves and
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racism as promoting a culture of ‘victimization’” (Messer-Kruse, 2020). Similarly, the 1776
Commission portrays the narrative that racism and identity politics challenge America’s
principles.

Throughout this project, I aim to answer the question: exactly how do the two viewpoints differ
and what effects does each have on how we portray history? I will be painting an historical
timeline to understand the evolution of this discrepancy by looking into each player, the people
involved, the history driving the dispute, and the effects it has on education. I am not looking to
prove either viewpoint to be correct or incorrect, I am simply looking to lay them next to each
other and highlight the key differences, noting how each viewpoint paints a different picture of
our nation's history.

Materials, Methods, Approach
The research conducted in this project is based on theoretical evidence from books, peerreviewed sources, online articles and websites, and academic literature, used to set up a
historical timeline from the year 1619 to the present day. The majority of the research is
focused on two years: 1619, to set up a background for the viewpoint favored by the 1619
Project and, on the contrary, 1776, taking the opposing viewpoint held by 1776 Unites and the
1776 Commission. The process for collecting literature related to this project was done in a topdown method. I began by researching the players: the 1619 Project, 1776 Unites, and the 1776
Commission, as well as the politics of difference and the politics of universalism as contrasting
viewpoints. Finishing my research with literature on how the two opposing viewpoints have
affected education, specifically in terms of the portrayal of slavery. By laying out my research in
a timeline form, I believe it will be easier for the reader to follow the chronological events
taking place, while simultaneously inserting theoretical evidence and key terms to further
explain the plotline and its importance.

Background Information and Literature Review
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To set up a sufficient background for the coming analysis, it is important to start at the
beginning, with the year 1619 and the reasoning behind creating the 1619 Project. To begin
with, contributors of the 1619 Project favor equity over equality regarding the question of how
to portray historical events centered around racism. Using the official website for the 1619
Project in New York Times, I was able to begin with an understanding of their perspective of
history, their values, and their mission as it related to advocating for their viewpoint. Within
this interactive website, there was an abundance of content from various contributors to the
project on the topic of slavery in the United States, its importance, and the purpose of the 1619
Project as a whole. Additionally, Nikole Hannah-Jones’ personal website was able to provide
insight on her as the founder of the 1619 Project, her work, and accomplishments, as well as
any upcoming events and speaking engagements she is participating in. Investigating Racial
Inequality, written by Hannah-Jones, also provides further insight into how simply defining and
explaining racial inequality is not enough; there must be deeper searches into the actions, the
harm, and what can be done about it.

The values and beliefs held by the 1619 Project follows a similar trajectory to the idea of the
politics of difference, highlighting the importance of understanding and accepting difference
and diversity. To better understand this connection, Gupta and Ferguson’s Beyond “Culture”:
Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference explores the idea of shared space and how it
connects to identity. They discuss the movement of cultural practices and identities between
borders as people relocate to different parts of the globe. The politics of difference refers to the
differences that remain in place between cultures as they are intertwined with each other. They
argue that these differences need not be critiqued and criticized but accepted and historically
understood. The politics of difference mirrors the 1619 project in their efforts to recognize the
history of the United States’ beginning with slavery in 1619. They push for the understanding
and acceptance of slavery in its truest form.

After establishing a basis of knowledge about the 1619 Project, I went on to explore the
counter argument provided by 1776 Unites and the 1776 Commission. 1776 Unites was
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launched in February 2020 by Robert Woodson in response to the 1619 Project. Woodson is an
African American civil rights activist who believed that “the assumptions behind the 1619
Project are actually a form of “white supremacy” as they are predicted on black Americans
having no agency and being incapable of overcoming adverse circumstances” (Creitz, 2020).
1776 Unites pushed to counter the 1619 Project’s views on the founding of America in a
structural and economic sense. The 1776 Unites website will serve as a primary source to aid in
the understanding of information about the movement, those involved, the work they have
done, content created on the subject, and how to get involved with the movement. Similarly,
Wikipedia provided me with a baseline overview of the 1776 Commission, but I was able to
gather more information from the 1776 Report created by the Commission. A Vision of 1776 by
Victor Hanson also gave a first-hand account of the 1776 Commission and their viewpoint given
that Hanson was a member of the committee that created the report.

Aligning with the views and beliefs of 1776 Unites and the 1776 Commission, Politics of
Recognition, by Charles Taylor, speaks of recognition and non-recognition and how it relates to
identity, specifically, identity as the basis of classifying people. Taylor references the politics of
universalism, “emphasizing the equal dignity of all citizens… What is to be avoided at all costs is
the existence of “first-class” and “second-class” citizens” (Taylor, 471). The politics of
universalism embodies the views of both parties as they push for glossing over historical
discrimination and racism.

In regard to slavery at the time, Peter Kolchin’s American slavery: 1619-1877 gives insight into
the years 1619 and 1776 and what slavery looked like in the United States during each time
period. This book places that evolution in a broad comparative context and focuses on the
“essential ingredients” that encompass slavery: power, work, race, sex, cooperation, and
conflict just to name a few. The main point of the book is the idea that there is a tension
between the ideal of freedom and the reality of unfreedom as a central feature in American
history as slavery in America is a very complex and contradictory topic. Kolchin helps to further
understand the 1619 Project’s stance as it related to the impact of slavery and recognizing how
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large of a part it played in our nation’s history. On the contrary, slavery was not abolished in the
United States until 1865, so Kolchin also helps the reader to understand that during the year
1776, slavery was very much alive and well, and it is inhumane to gloss over the hardships faced
by those enslaved.

Since the 1619 Project and 1776 Unites provide contrasting viewpoints, there is an ongoing
debate on the subject regarding how, or how not, to include American slavery in educational
lesson plans. Equity and Excellence in American Higher Education, written by Bowen et al,
provides insight into many topics associated with the debate over equity versus equality. The
core of this piece talks about the ongoing debate as to whether or not those from underrepresented racial and ethnic minorities threaten established educational verities and social
mores. This book will serve to further establish the racial disparities involved in equity debates,
specifically with higher education. Similarly, from Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction & The
Aristocracy of Culture, he explores how there are “... two ‘antagonistic castes’, those who
understand and those who do not” (Bourdieu, 438). I am looking to connect Bourdieu’s idea of
cultural capital (knowledge, skills, education) to Equity and Excellence in American Higher
Education and the ongoing debate as to whether or not those from under-represented racial
and ethnic minorities threaten established educational verities and social mores. I plan on using
these sources to explain equity today in terms of real-life experiences and it will aid in setting
the framework for what the 1619 Project is pushing towards.

Similarly, NAACP, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, is a civil
rights organization, founded in 1909, pushing to advance justice for African Americans. The
topics discussed are centered around countering the prohibition of critical race theory and antiracism education in Texas school systems. It discusses the fact that United States public
education systems have been reluctant to acknowledge the racial disparities that exist today
and grapple with our racial past as a country. I plan to use this piece as a way to emphasize the
1619 project, equity and the politics of difference, as the core argument is recognition and
acknowledgement.
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Carter and Welner’s Closing the Opportunity Gap centers their argument around how most
attention has been paid to the achievement gap, while little attention has been paid to the
opportunity gap. Although connected, they are very different. Not every American will go to
college, but every American should be given a fair and equal chance for the preparedness and
chance to go to college. This piece focuses on the discrepancies that exist in public schools and
how policy decisions and life circumstances have aided in the creation of the opportunity gap in
America. I will use this piece to make known the confusion that might arise from the words
“equal chance”, and to clarify that an equal chance does not equate to equality, and it will be
used to show that there are many factors to be taken into consideration to shorten or even
recognize the existing opportunity gap.

Overall, gathering information regarding the 1619 Project, 1776 Unites, and the 1776
Commission provided a better understanding of the historical timeline and the viewpoints
belonging to each group. The sources helped draw comparisons between the philosophies and
their corresponding projects, and to better understand the vision and intentions, politics,
education and opportunity, and the understanding of history as it related to slavery and the
portrayal of African Americans. I am looking to create a narrative which tells the story of how
the topic of slavery in American history came to fruition and how each opposing viewpoint aims
to influence that very narrative.

Analysis
Living in a nation divided by politics, there is an ongoing suspicion as to whether or not
American students are being taught a skewed version of history. This debate is not just a recent
phenomenon, although it can be seen in many recent acts. One example would be Donald
Trump threatening to “defund California schools that teach the New York Times’ 1619 Project,
which reframes the country’s origins around the arrival of the first enslaved Africans in Virginia”
(Waxman, 2020). But why would you oppose the teachings of American history as they
happened? The opposing argument is centered around the fact that by presenting students
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with the facts that our Founding Fathers enslaved African men and women, it would make the
students hate America. Now, there will always be someone playing the devil's advocate, so let's
begin with creating a timeline, outlining American history as it pertains to the 1619 Project and
working our way to those in favor of the opposition.

The year 1619 brought about a immense change in America that no one could see coming: an
English privateer brough the first kidnapped Africans to sell as slaves. There was no
documentation found regarding discussions on the morality or ethics of owning slaves, rather
the discourse was centered around politics and protecting the rights of masters (Horn, 2019).
From this time on, the rise of the political debate centered around racism and racial
stereotypes will hold its ground in society till the present day. This debate provides the basis of
the opposing viewpoints held by the 1619 Project and its oppositions, 1776 Unites and the 1776
Commission.

Fast forward exactly four hundred years, Nikole Hannah-Jones of the New York Times decided
to take steps towards challenging the historical narrative. The 1619 Project launched in August
2019 to commemorate the 400-year anniversary of the first enslaved Africans arriving in
America. The project itself aimed to reframe the United States’ narrative by placing slavery and
its consequences back into the national historical discourse. Not many know the year 1619 to
be a notable date in American history, which gave the initial motive to starting the 1619
Project. Not only did 1619 mark the beginning of slavery in America, but “out of slavery grew
everything that makes America exceptional: its economic might, its industrial power, its
electoral system… its income inequality… its legal system and the endemic racial fears and
hatreds that continue to plague it to this day” (Silverstein, 2019). That being said, the goal of
the 1619 Project and all who contributed is to change the narrative and understand 1619 as the
birth year of America. This means the understanding and acceptance of the gruesome realities
of immoral and inhuman treatment faced by black Americans. “By acknowledging this shameful
history, by trying hard to understand its powerful influence on the present, perhaps we can
prepare ourselves for a more just future. That is the hope of this project” (Silverstein, 2019).
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Nikole Hannah-Jones, an American investigative journalist for the New York Times, is best
known for her work covering civil rights in the United States. As a black American, she focused
her journalism on topics like racial segregation, desegregation, housing discrimination, and
racial inequalities which has been particularly influential. As the founder of the 1619 Project,
she has created a platform for herself to be an advocate for her beliefs and values around the
topic of slavey in American history. “Our democracy’s founding ideals were false when they
were written. Black Americans have fought to make them true.” is one of her contributing
pieces to the 1619 Project, published in the New York Times. She states that “the United States
is a nation founded on both an ideal and a lie. The Declaration of Independence, approved on
July 4, 1776, proclaims that “all men are created equal” .... But the white men who drafted
those words did not believe them to be true for the hundreds of thousands of black people in
their midst” (Hannah-Jones, 2019). Nikole Hannah-Jones and all other contributors and
supporters of the 1619 Project have beliefs that follow a similar trajectory of the politics of
difference.

The politics of difference refers to understanding that while there is an interconnection of
human beings when cultures collide, there will still always be a difference that sets us all apart.
Gupta and Ferguson speak of the production of cultural difference, referring to Wilmsen and his
ideas regarding “the “otherness” of the other, situating the production of cultural difference
within the historical process of a socially and spatially interconnected world” (Gupta and
Ferguson, 16). They discuss the need for a willingness to investigate the given world as it is
divided into “ourselves” and “others”, in both a political and historical sense. This viewpoint
clearly aligns with the intentions of the 1619 Project as it pertains to interrogating the deeper
division of races regarding slavery and American history as a whole. To further connect the idea
of the politics of difference with the intentions of the 1619 Project, it is a shared ideal that
“difference is taken as a starting point, not as end product” (Gupta and Ferguson, 16).
Refocusing the narrative to begin American history with 1619 and slavery, both its impacts and
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consequences, is a way to place difference as the starting point. Understanding that difference
is the key to understanding the overall picture of American history.

After the launching of the 1619 Project and the new narrative associated with it, there were
many who criticized various aspects of the project. However, it is important to note that much
of the controversy was over smaller details, not the overall intentions of the project. Historians
wrote to the New York Times about specific things they thought were incorrect, like the
motives behind the American Revolution, distorted, like black Americans and their freedom
struggles, or misleading, like Abraham Lincoln’s views on racial equality. To focus on one
specific example, historians claimed that “on the American Revolution, pivotal to any account
of our history, the project asserts that the founders’ declared the colonies independence from
Britain “in order to ensure slavery would not continue”. That is simply not true” (Bynam et al,
2019). From personal research, in The American Counterrevolution of 1776, Charles Post draws
on work by Gerald Horne who states that “the defense of slavery – against both slave resistance
and the British state – was central to the creation of the independent United States in 1776”
(Post, 615). The New York Times Editor-In-Chief, Jake Silverstein, also responded to the
historians claims by noting the extensive research and historical corroboration that occurred
around events like the American Revolution. Aside from any defense given by the 1619 Project
and its contributors, the backlash against the project created a wedge, just large enough to
omit an aura of doubt.

Following the backlash, 1776 Unites was launched in February 2020 by Robert Woodson, a civil
rights activist, providing a direct counterargument to the 1619 Project. Similar to the 1619
Project, 1776 Unites advocates for their principles through a series of essays published on their
website. Their declaration is as follows: “We acknowledge that racial discrimination exists – and
work towards diminishing it. But we dissent from contemporary groupthink and rhetoric about
race, class, and American history that defames our national heritage, divides our people, and
instills helplessness among those who already hold within themselves the grit and resilience to
better their lot in life”. The stance taken by 1776 Unites, in simple terms, pushed for the

Donatello

197

acknowledgement of success and accomplishments by black Americans, specifically. In turn,
there is a sense of disregard for the hardships faced because it seemingly creates a divide and
instills powerlessness and negativity among those who deserve recognition and praise.

The viewpoint held by 1776 Unites mirrors that of Charles Taylor as he believes “democracy has
ushered in a politics of equal recognition” (Taylor, 466). Holding the beliefs that America,
including the implementation of a democratic society, was founded with the signing of the
Declaration of Independence, 1776 Unites pushes for the removal of difference between
human beings. Charles Taylor’s Politics of Recognition explores the idea of equal dignity of all,
holding everyone in the same esteem. Taylor also talks about recognition as it relates to
authenticity and a sense of moral being. “It accords moral importance to a kind of contact with
myself, with my own inner nature, which it sees as in danger of being lost, partly through the
pressures towards outward conformity” (Taylor, 468). 1776 Unites advocates for the future of
black Americans, refuting the narrative that they should have to conform to the history of the
past. By celebrating the achievements and accolades, there is the promotion of an
“individualized identity” that is not tied to events of the past.

Following a similar viewpoint as 1776 Unites, the 1776 Commission was created in September
2020 by then-President Donald Trump. This 18-member committee was put in place to
advocate for what Trump called “patriotic education”. Now, the federal government cannot
directly regulate educational curriculum, but they can influence decisions through funding.
Although the Commission was not created in direct response to the 1619 Project, there was
motive behind countering the narrative which places the consequences of slavery at the center
of the United States history. The 1776 Report was created by the Commission with the hopes of
rediscovering the founding principles and ideals of America. “Americans will never falter in
defending the fundamental truths of human liberty proclaimed on July 4, 1776. We will – we
must – always hold these truths” (1776 Report, 2021). The principles referenced by the Report
exclude racism as it is believed that racism challenges what America is founded on. Although
the Commission was terminated on January 20, 2021, by President Biden, its message, along
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with that of 1776 Unites, provided enough of a counterargument to the 1619 Project that there
has been much controversy and divide over which viewpoint best exemplifies our nation's
history and what history should be taught to young people.

As one can probably guess, the divide between which viewpoint to “agree with” similarly
follows the divide between liberal and conservative. Much of the northern United States has
been throwing around the idea of implementing the 1619 Project into the educational
curriculum. On the contrary, southern states fall with the viewpoint of 1776 Unites and the
1776 Commission. For example, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, or NAACP, Legal Defense and Educational Fund issued a news report regarding the
Texas school systems decision to exclude the critical race theory and anti-racism education
from their school curriculum. NAACP states that this decision “would suppress educational
efforts that are critically needed to confront and address racism and discrimination” (NAACP,
2021). The topics of underrepresentation of racial minorities in education, as well as unequal
opportunities within educational environments have been circling conversations for a while.
There is also an ongoing debate as to whether or not those from under-represented racial and
ethnic minorities threaten established educational verities and social mores (Bowen et al, 7).
Pierre Bourdieu offers the idea of knowledge, skills, and education being examples of cultural
capital, and how there is a sort of caste system that exists which includes two antagonistic
castes: those who understand and those who do not. Bourdieu believes that cultural capital
plays a role when individuals pursue status and power within society. Now, since there is an
evident divide when it comes to educational opportunities, as seen through the supposed
“threat” from under-represented minorities, the debate over equity in American education is
pointless. There is nothing fair about the debate, which can be connected to another question
about equal opportunity. In this sense, equal opportunity does not equate to equality. As the
viewpoint held by 1776 Unites pushes for the removal of difference and the encourages equal
recognition, but taking into account the entire history of America, including racial inequalities
as a consequence of slavery, it can be concluded that equal recognition is simply not attainable
unless you understand and accept the differences at hand.
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Moving forward, there are projections for the future of education and the future of the 1619
Project as seen through Naomi Shaefer Riley’s article “The 1619 Project” Has Entered the
Classrooms. This piece was published in 2020 and explores intentions of implementing the 1619
Project into lesson plans in cities around the northern United States, including Randomhouse
Children's Books planning to publish four 1619 Project books for young readers. Now, as
previously mentioned, these discussions only exist in larger northern cities such as New York
City and Chicago. “The goal of engaging students in learning about American history and the
role slavery and black Americans have played in it is widely justifiable and shared” (Riley, 3).
Reactions from students consisted of disbelief that people could treat others in that way,
wanting to research and know more, and wishing they had this knowledge sooner. Placing the
consequences of slavery into the nation’s narrative, including both the hardships and the
successes, allows for a more well-rounded understanding of how we got to be the nation we
are today. Taking away that knowledge base is unfair to students and, at the end of the day, is
keeping them from knowing the historical truth.

Conclusion
In summation, it has been found that while the politics of difference and the politics of
universalism provide two equally admissible viewpoints, the question of equity versus equality
in real life scenarios breeds controversy. After providing background knowledge on each
theoretical viewpoint and how each aligns with the 1619 Project, 1776 Unites, and the 1776
Commission, a historical timeline was able to be constructed to clearly lay out how each player
is associated with each other. Now, it was mentioned that this research paper was not meant
to prove either viewpoint correct or incorrect, but when it comes to the topic of educational
curriculum, it seems that the 1619 Project prevails. Providing students with the necessary
background to understand the United States history from origin to present day requires all
events and consequences of those events to be clearly elaborated on to gain a complete
understanding of the subject.
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